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1Is dialogue the key to Pandora’s box? 
 
The title and theme of this conference invite us to question the role and place 
of dialogue within a broad range of communication disciplines. For those of us 
working in the area of public relations, this is an interrogation that has been 
going on for at least the last 20 years. It has been that long since the concept 
of dialogue first emerged as a significant influence in public relations theory 
and practice. The 20th anniversary of the publication of Grunig and Hunt’s 
massively influential Managing Public Relations (1984) marks an appropriate 
time for the profession of public relations to indulge in a reflective moment, to 
deconstruct and examine the concept of dialogue in the 21st century. In order 
to ‘question the dialogue’ in public relations, we must address certain issues. 
Firstly, just what is dialogue? Is a responsive component necessary, or is it 
sufficient that both partners speak and listen in turn? Secondly we must ask 
ourselves, should we be engaging in dialogue? And thirdly, leading on from 
this, can we actually make the transition from theoretical abstract to lived 
reality?  
 
In order to add some pragmatic meat to the abstract theoretical bones of this 
discussion, it is situated within the context of a real world case study: that of 
the High Performance Schools (HPS) initiative, a caucus of all 16 state high 
schools on the Gold Coast in Queensland, Australia. Within this context, I aim 
to show that dialogue is not only desirable but also essential from both a 
practical and moral point of view. However, I also conclude that this dialogic 
process might result in these schools being called upon to implement changes 
they are unable – or unwilling – to undertake: a potential Pandora’s box of 
unfulfilled expectations. This is a fascinating microcosm of many of the issues 
and challenges facing public relations professionals throughout the discipline. 
 
Firstly, we need to make sure we are all talking about the same thing when we 
begin to question ‘the dialogue’. In order to identify certain important lines of 
flight in the discussion, it is worth spending just a little of part of this 
2interrogative process in clarifying what dialogue means in public relations, and 
where these ideas have come from. This is of necessity a somewhat abridged 
version of events, but nonetheless gives us a flavour of the developmental 
process. 
 
Dialogue as a Theme in Public Relations Theory 
 
The development of discipline-specific theories as part of a “scholarly body of 
knowledge” (Wylie, 1994, p.2) – or at least a “unique” knowledge base 
(Parkinson, 2001) – has been suggested as one of the defining characteristics 
of a true profession. In the case of public relations, this is a development that 
has occurred relatively recently. Since public relations first began to emerge 
as a distinct practice in the early part of the 20th century, there has been a 
tendency to appropriate theories from other areas (such as organisational and 
media studies).  Few – if any – of these theories made mention of the role of 
dialogue as being anything other than a tool in the general ‘kit’ of 
communicators.  
 
The appearance of theories specifically generated by and for public relations 
is generally acknowledged to have begun with the work of James Grunig and 
Todd Hunt. As well as being the first to develop discipline-specific theories, 
Grunig and Hunt are frequently credited with introducing the concept of 
dialogue into theoretical understandings of public relations. In 1984, they 
produced their germinal work, Managing Public Relations, in which they 
outlined four models of public relations communication. Amongst these, two 
paradigms – the two-way asymmetric and the two-way symmetric – 
introduced the idea that dialogue should play an important role in the 
connection between organisations and their publics. This work developed and 
expanded themes in one of Grunig’s earliest published writings – 
Organizations and Public Publics (J. Grunig, 1976) – in which he discussed 
the idea that public relations was an independent variable in the management 
of organisations, which should be analysed and critiqued as such, rather than 
as a ‘cause and effect’ phenomenon.  In Managing Public Relations, Grunig 
began to theorise that the previous fashion for a binary understanding of the 
3nature of organisations and the ways in which they function – such as Burns 
and Stalker’s (1961) mechanistic and organic bifurcation – was insufficient to 
allow for an adequate conceptualisation of the function of public relations. 
Interestingly, it was also about this time that a trend toward acknowledging the 
importance of inter-organisational dialogue was noted among the work of 
organisational theorists, such as Hage (1980). Although this development is 
not directly acknowledged as a source of inspiration for Grunig and Hunt’s 
work, the field of organisational studies has a long history of influence on the 
development of public relations theories (Mackey, 2004). The widely-cited 
(although unpublished) work of Ferguson (1984) is a clear example of this 
connection between organisational studies – in this instance, with a specific 
focus on inter-organisational communication – and the emergence at that time 
of dialogic theories of public relations. It seems that the zeitgeist prevalent in 
the 1980s resulted in recognition of the importance of dialogue across a range 
of related disciplines. 
 
In their 1984 work, Grunig and Hunt set out to “provide a comprehensive 
framework…that demonstrates what public relations does for an organization 
and how that contribution can be measured and evaluated” (J. Grunig & Hunt, 
1984, p.v). They identified four theoretical paradigms, which may be 
summarised as follows: 
 
1. Press agentry/publicity: activities designed to get favourable media 
attention.   
2. Public information: the one-way distribution of objective information 
about an organisation to a public. This model has frequently been tied 
in with the concept of public relations as propaganda. 
3. Two-way asymmetric: a system that allows an organisation to put out 
its information and to receive feedback from its publics about that 
information. However, the organisation does not necessarily respond to 
that feedback in the way the public has requested.  Under this model, 
an organisation would not change a decision as a result of feedback, 
but might instead concentrate on putting across their preferred option 
to their publics in a more favourable and effective way.  
44. Two-way symmetric: a model that advocates the free and equal flow of 
information between an organisation and its publics, leading to mutual 
understanding and responsiveness. This may result in either the 
organisation or its publics being persuaded to change their position.  
But the model is regarded as equally effective if neither group change, 
“as long as both communicate well enough to understand the position 
of the other” (J. Grunig & Hunt, 1984, p.23).  
 
In these models, they noted clear divisions between one way and two way 
communication, signalling the emergence of dialogue as a significant theme in 
public relations theorising. Other related areas of theory – such as the 
feedback loop incorporated into the influential Shannon and Weaver ‘sender-
message-receiver’ communication model (1963, c1949) – had acknowledged 
the existence of a responsive link between publics and organisations. But this 
conceptualisation had not really moved away from the idea of dialogue as a 
communication tool. In Grunig and Hunt’s work, for the first time “dialogue 
manifests itself more as a stance, orientation or bearing in communication 
rather than as a specific method, technique or format” (Botan, 1997, p.192).  
 
In later work (J. Grunig, 2001), Grunig acknowledged that the initial inspiration 
for these ideas came from the work of Lee Thayer, a communications theorist 
working in the 1960s. Written very much from the scientific 
telecommunications perspective on communication prevalent at that time, 
Thayer’s work (1968) is replete with mathematical formulae and schematic 
diagrams.  Amongst the chapters on such topics as “Instrumental and 
Consummatory Communication”, “Neurological and Brain Research” and “The 
Importance of the Information Function”, Thayer includes a brief discussion on 
“two modes of intercommunication” (p.129).  This seemingly insignificant 
mention is what James Grunig and Todd Hunt seized on to develop into their 
influential 1984 theory of the four models of public relations communication. 
 
According to Thayer, communication between two parties – 
intercommunication – can be divided into two modes: the synchronic and the 
diachronic.  He says these may be understood in part by relating them to the 
5differences between a monologue and a dialogue in conversation.  Synchronic 
communication aims to achieve “”synchronization” of the participants” 
(Thayer, 1968, p.129) by getting one party to think or act in a way determined 
by the communicator. Diachronic communication, on the other hand, seeks to 
bring about a change in both participants, either in their thoughts and/or 
actions, or in the way they relate to their environment/s.   
 
“…the diachronic mode does not hinge upon the resolution of one or 
the other’s intended-state-of-affairs, but upon a joint or cooperative 
effort to achieve whatever result comes from the encounter” (Thayer, 
1968, p.130). 
 
This is a surprisingly un-organisation-centric mode of understanding the 
communication process, given the resulting public relations theories it 
spawned.  Thayer is quite clear that even the synchronic mode does not 
necessarily result in the alignment of public with organisation – the reverse is 
equally possible.  This is a facet of unidirectional communication that seems 
to have been lost in the translation to the public relations context. Thayer is 
also insistent that these modes of communication are not mutually exclusive, 
which is something else that Grunig and Hunt chose to do away with in their 
application of this concept (at least to begin with). 
 
However, the emergence of dialogue as a major theme in public relations 
theory was not unequivocally greeted with enthusiasm. Many practitioners, 
who had long viewed their work as being that of an in-house journalist, 
publicist or promoter (Public Relations Society of America, 1999), could not 
see the immediate relevance of dialogue to their endeavours. This attitude 
was reflected to a certain extent in the inclusion of the public information and 
press agentry models in Grunig and Hunt’s (1984) influential four model 
conceptualisation. The acceptance of dialogue as an important constituent in 
ways of thinking about – and doing – public relations took time. As an 
indication of this reticence, it is noticeable that there is no specific heading of 
“dialogue” in an overview of public relations theory appearing in major 
academic journals up to the year 2000 (Sallot, Lyon, Acosta-Alzuru, & Jones, 
62003). Indeed, the word “dialogue” appears only three times throughout the 
60 page document and seems to have fallen largely into disuse as a theme of 
any major significance by public relations academics. However, dialogic 
attitudes stubbornly continue to influence the development of ‘new’ public 
relations theory, from situational theory to rhetorical and relationship-based 
approaches.   
 
Situational theory 
 
The only major revision Grunig has made to his four model theory of public 
relations is the development of situational theory (J. Grunig, 1997). This idea 
basically builds on the concepts suggested in Grunig and Hunt’s earlier work. 
Rather than devising alternative models, situational theory seeks to 
encompass attitudes and behaviour in the relationship between organisations 
and oppositional or activist publics. The concept explains how and why people 
respond to environmental conditions, and how this in turn affects their 
communication behaviour. However, it is still based around the concept that 
two way communication is preferable, and that two-way symmetric public 
relations is still the ideal model. 
 
Dialogue and rhetoric 
 
An important recent trend in public relations theorising is the renaissance of 
rhetoric as a major force in the profession. Heath’s (2000) notion of dialogue 
is as a rhetorical skill, in which he says that “dialogue consists of statement 
and counterstatement” (p.74).  Taken at face value, this might seem an 
extremely un-dialogic approach, with participants linked only by a series of 
parallel communications – in other words, back to the old binary 
conceptualisations of organisation and public. But Heath’s description actually 
underlines the importance of responsiveness in dialogue: counterstatement 
requires the contributor to listen carefully to the contents of the original 
statement; to understand them; and to reflect that understanding in their 
counterstatement, even if they maintain an antagonistic position.  In some 
ways it harks back to Habermassian notions of the public sphere of discourse, 
7where one speaker’s ideas gained supremacy by the force of rational logic 
combined with ‘ideal speech’ and ‘good argumentation’ (there are many 
examples of these ideas in Habermas' writings - see for example Habermas, 
1984).   
 
The causal link between dialogue and relationship management 
 
One of the most significant motivations behind public relations activities is the 
requirement to create, maintain and enhance relationships between 
organisations and publics1. Even the explicit motivations of publicity and 
persuasion are in some measure determined by the desire to establish 
positive connections or relationships with other groups or individuals.  
Relationship management has become the ‘buzzphrase’ of public relations 
theorising in recent years, signified by a plethora of academic journal articles 
and books on the subject (see, for example, Henderson, 2000; Ledingham, 
2003; Ledingham & Bruning, 2000; Lindenmann, 1998/1999). Even Grunig 
himself has found room to accommodate the concept in some of his more 
recent writing (such as J Grunig & Huang, 2000). Many of these theoreticians 
have tended to blend the ideas of dialogue and relationship management 
together, perhaps understandably. After all, a relationship of some description 
between participants is probably an inevitable consequence once a dialogue 
is established. Relationship management via the facilitation of dialogue 
between organisations and their publics is an area to which public relations 
professionals and academics have strongly laid claim.  A number of influential 
books and journal articles have been published on the topic, all of which 
highlight the centrality and significance of creating, maintaining and enhancing 
relationships between organisations and publics (see for example Broom, 
Casey, & Ritchey, 1997). In all of this literature there is an assumed 
understanding that the management of organisation-public relationships must 
be facilitated by two-way communication, although not all specify that this 
communication has to be symmetrical in nature. 
 
1 For ease of reference, these concepts are collated from here onward as ‘relationship 
management’. 
8A clear justification for establishing a causal link between dialogue and 
relationship management is highlighted in Ferguson’s (1984) influential work 
on interorganisational relationships as a paradigm for public relations. She 
suggests an approach that may overcome the potential criticism that existing 
models of public relations rely on either an organisation-centric approach, 
and/or an assumed homogeneity of audience.  She proposes that, “the unit of 
study should not be the organization, nor the public, nor the communication 
process.  Rather, the unit of study should be the relationships between 
organizations and their publics” (Ferguson, 1984, p.40 - emphasis in the 
original).  Such an approach could therefore accommodate a multiplicity of 
agendas and responses in a way that a straightforward focus on 
communication could not. 
 
In 1998, Kent and Taylor were among the first to think deeply about the 
impact of new communication technologies – specifically the World Wide Web 
– on the facilitation of dialogue. They proposed “dialogic communication as a 
theoretical framework to guide relationship building between organizations 
and publics” (Kent & Taylor, 1998, p.321). By adopting this approach, they 
began to open up the possibilities of moving dialogue into the 21st century, 
also obviating many of the potential difficulties around obtaining input from 
non-organisational participants. This highlights an important distinguisher of 
dialogue in public relations: the idea is not to prevent or submerge conflict in 
the relationship between an organisation and its publics.  Rather, two-way, 
dialogic public relations seeks to ensure that as many voices as possible are 
heard in the chorus, and that these are then orchestrated – via strategic 
communication management – into “positive chaos” (Stroh, cited in L. A. 
Grunig, 2000, p.77). 
 
Does dialogue in public relations require responsiveness? 
 
Perhaps part of the responsibility for public relations’ resistance to 
enthusiastically embracing the specific notion of dialogue as an outcome 
objective lies with the nebulous nature of the concept. It seems reasonably 
safe to assume that there will be more than one participant in a dialogue, but 
9other than that, little can be taken for granted. For example, what of the 
respective contributions of participants in this ‘conversation’? Is a responsive 
component necessary or are parallel connections of question and answer 
sufficient to qualify as dialogue? Kent and Taylor (2002) state that “[i]n public 
relations, dialogue sometimes is described as communicating about issues 
with publics” (p.22), although they do not give specific examples of where 
such descriptions may be found.  This simplistic definition seems inherently 
one-way: if this definition were to be used, then it would also encompass the 
one way, monologic communication patterns outlined in Grunig and Hunt’s 
(1984) press agentry and public information models.  In these models, the 
communication recipient is never more than an assumed, passive presence: 
there is no explicit capacity for response of any kind.  
 
However, there is an implied acknowledgement of some kind of feedback. 
Very few public relations professionals would blithely stage publicity events or 
create information campaigns without gauging the success of their 
endeavours in some way. From ticket sales to numbers of program 
participants, the receivers of so-called ‘one way’ public relations 
communications indicate their response to the messages they have been 
sent. Based on these reactions, the public relations person will either continue 
communicating in the same way, or will alter aspects that have not had the 
desired effect. By ‘voting with their feet’ in this way, communication recipients 
create a feedback loop, and a dialogue of sorts emerges.  So perhaps it is fair 
to argue that even ‘one way’ public relations does, in fact, incorporate an 
assumed response and should therefore properly be classified as a two way, 
dialogic process. In this understanding, the ‘one way’ descriptor of the public 
information and publicity models is therefore seen to be superfluous to public 
relations theorising, and should thus be declared redundant: a responsive 
component could be shown to be exist in all dialogue. 
 
The Grunig and Hunt models, however, make a further distinction. They adopt 
an unquestioning organisation-centric approach, and subdivide dialogue into 
that which affects a public (two-way asymmetric public relations); and that 
which affects both public and organisation (two-way symmetric). The two-way 
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asymmetric model of public relations suggested by J. Grunig and Hunt (1984), 
outlines a bi-directional communication flow or dialogue between organisation 
and public that allows an organisation to put out its information and to receive 
feedback from its publics about that information. The signifier of ‘dialogue’ in 
this context is associated with the signified and distinguishing concepts of 
multiple participants who move between the roles of speaker and listener. 
This model seems to have been relatively widely accepted, perhaps because 
the concept of dialogue as an outcome objective seems to have been almost 
totally subsumed in the discourse surrounding the development of relationship 
management theory.   
 
Although the two-way asymmetric model of public relations seems to have 
found a home within the discourse surrounding relationship management, the 
two-way symmetric public relations paradigm has faced more challenges. This 
model hinges on the importance of dialogue between organisations and their 
publics (J. Grunig, 1984; J. Grunig & Hunt, 1984) and is characterised by the 
free and equal flow of information between an organisation and its publics, 
leading to mutual understanding and responsiveness. The idea of symmetry 
as a significant characteristic of dialogue in public relations theory (and 
practice) first emerged in the writings of James Grunig in the 1970s and 
1980s.  In an analysis of this development Kent and Taylor (2002) suggested 
that credit for the creation of a symmetric dialogic model of public relations 
should be given elsewhere, specifically to the author of an unpublished 
doctoral thesis produced in 1989. However, as their candidate produced his 
dissertation after the publication of Grunig's work on the topic, (J. Grunig, 
1976, 1983, 1984), this is patently not appropriate. Right from the earliest 
descriptions of the two-way symmetric public relations, Grunig and others (J. 
Grunig, 2001; J. Grunig & Hunt, 1984) have claimed normative status for the 
paradigm.  However, this claim has not been unchallenged, and the notion of 
the two-way symmetric model as the ‘Holy Grail’ of public relations is highly 
controversial.   
 
Criticisms of Grunig and Hunt’s two-way symmetric paradigm are often based 
on its utopian view of the discourse between organisations and their publics; 
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most specifically, its failure to address situations “when crises caused by 
activist opposition require a confrontational approach or when opponents are 
unreasonable or unwilling to collaborate” (J. Grunig, 2001, p.5).  These are 
situations in which parties are disinclined to compromise, or even understand 
the others’ position. Another difficulty with the two-way symmetric model in 
this context is the underlying assumption of an active and informed 
relationship between organisations and their publics.  A truly reflexive and 
responsive dialogue can only take place when both parties are aware that 
they should be involved; and/or where they willing to be involved; and where 
both parties have equal access to the sphere of discourse. 
 
Perceived difficulties with both the abstract model of symmetric public 
relations and its practical implementation have resulted in considerable 
resistance to its acceptance as the ideal form for public relations generally. 
Practitioners, faced with the day-to-day reality of facilitating communication 
between organisations and their publics, strongly questioned what advantage 
is to be gained by spending time and effort in a quest for mutual 
responsiveness that seems doomed to failure from the outset. As Leitch and 
Neilson (1997, p.20) put it,  
 
That organisations may rightly perceive there to be no advantage in 
adapting to the ‘environment’ through compromises with their publics is 
one reason that the symmetrical approach may not be adopted.  
 
In the real world, they argue, inequalities in power and resources between 
organisations and publics (especially those weighted in favour of the 
organisation) are unlikely to be forfeited to gain something as nebulous and 
intangible as goodwill. Even if public relations professionals choose to accept 
the normative status of symmetric dialogue, there remains the vexed question 
of practicalities: how (assuming the organisation-centric position so common 
in much academic theorising) do you find out what your publics want? How do 
you ensure that those publics are open to change and accommodating of 
organisational desires? And what do you do if your publics are not 
homogenous in their needs? Quite simply, critics feel that the two-way 
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symmetric model is naïve, overly-idealistic and has no place in the real world 
of public relations. 
Duffy (2000) carries out a critical assessment of Grunig’s theorising from a 
postmodern perspective, concluding that the symmetric model privileges the 
corporate narrative. A re-working of the two-way symmetric model of public 
relations to re-prioritise the role of the public, and to acknowledge the 
variables of dialogic impact on all participants would answer many of these 
criticisms. It would also then encompass some of the non-traditional versions 
of public relations dialogic tactics that have emerged in recent years, such as 
sit ins and protests (Rodino & DeLuca, 2002). 
 
An approach that distinguishes between various levels of accommodation of 
public opinion expressed through dialogue might well address many of the 
criticisms levelled at the two-way symmetric public relations model.  Karlberg 
(1996) and many others have critiqued the organisation-centric approach of 
Grunig and Hunt’s work. He notes that: 
The research that he [Grunig] and his colleagues have followed thus far 
has focused almost exclusively on corporate and state communicative 
practices, and not on the communicative needs, constraints, and 
practices of citizen groups themselves (Karlberg, 1996, p.271) 
 
Some public relations theorists – such as Kent and Taylor (2002), Hallahan 
(2000) and Heath (2000) – see organisation-public relationships as being 
characterised by dialogic discourses, with both participants simply engaged in 
discussions.  No significance is attached to the relative levels of importance 
and/or influence of the input and output by participants so long as there is 
contact between them.  This means in effect that power balances in the 
relationship can be perpetuated without adversely affecting the existence of 
the relationship itself. However, this form of ‘relationship through dialogue’ 
does not necessarily encompass the moral and ethical democratic dimensions 
of interaction between organisations and publics subscribed to by such 
authors as Culbertson and Chen (1997), Huang (2001), L.A. Grunig (1992), 
and of course J. Grunig (2000; 1984 for example).  For this, it is necessary to 
turn to another conceptualisation of the term ‘relationship’ (arguably an 
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extrapolation or logical conclusion of the first point of view) in which 
organisations seek to relate to their public/s on an equal and co-responsive 
footing: their involvement is characterised more as a partnership than a 
relationship.  
 
This distinction in phraseology between ‘relationship’ and ‘partnership’ is not a 
matter of mere semantics, but indicates a deep and radical difference in the 
nature of the connection between the participants.  In a relationship, 
organisation and public interact with each other while still largely maintaining 
the status quo or power gradient between the two. In a partnership, however, 
each participant is equal in power and influence, which may require the 
voluntary devolution of power by one of the participants, resulting in a 
symmetric interaction: “large disparities in power seem antithetical to 
symmetry” (Culbertson & Chen, 1997) and yet would not prevent the 
formation of a relationship.  These precepts are reflected in Grunig and Hunt’s 
two-way symmetric model of public relations communication.   
 
The concept of a distinction between degrees of involvement and 
accommodation is not confined to the arena of public relations. The 
International Association for Public Participation (IAP2) recognises a similar 
difference along its continuum of public engagement models (International 
Association for Public Participation, 2000). The IAP2 spectrum describes the 
various different levels at which dialogue with the public can be integrated into 
the decision-making and operational processes of institutions. Along a 
continuum of increasing public participation, possibilities range from ‘Inform’ 
through ‘Consent’ and ‘Involve’ to ‘Collaborate’ and ultimately ‘Empower’. It is 
possible to equate these categories with some of those suggested by Grunig 
and Hunt. For example, the public information model ties in neatly with the 
‘Inform’ level of the spectrum, and the two-way asymmetric model fits in under 
the heading of ‘Consult’. It is beyond this point that major differences occur. 
Whereas Grunig and Hunt are content to maintain the organisational 
perspective, and to lump all possible responsive options under the single 
heading of two-way symmetric public relations, the IAP2 approach subdivides 
it into three potential outcomes: Involve, Collaborate and Empower. Each step 
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acknowledges the increasing role played by the public in the decision-making 
process, a role facilitated by dialogue. However, it does clearly assume that 
incorporating more public input is automatically a good thing, which might 
cause problems in areas where expert (organisational) opinion might be 
equally valid. 
 
From this somewhat curtailed perspective on dialogue, it becomes clear that it 
is a very influential – if sometimes implicit – force in contemporary public 
relations theorising. It is also clear that a responsive component is an 
important distinguisher, whether dialogue is seen as a process or an outcome.  
 
Dialogue: a case study 
 
From this conceptual base, it is now appropriate to move on and interrogate 
idea more deeply in its contemporary context by asking firstly should we join 
the dialogue; and secondly can we? In order to do this, the abstract concept of 
dialogue is situated within a real world scenario: that of the 16 state high 
schools on the Gold Coast in Queensland, Australia. The principals of these 
schools have formed themselves into a caucus, and their attempts at entering 
into a responsive dialogue with their communities have provided a fascinating 
case study of dialogic processes in action. This is still a work in progress, but 
already offers some interesting insights.   
 
At this point it is probably appropriate to introduce a little background 
information about this situation. In Australia, parents and students have a 
choice of providers within the private and state education systems, which 
have functioned in (often competitive) parallel for many years. Each state is 
responsible for the running of its own education department, including the 
determination of curricula, although some input is also received at a federal 
level. Funding for schools is handled by the relevant state departments, and is 
derived from taxpayers together with additional financial support from federal 
sources. Parents who choose to send their children to private schools also 
pay supplementary fees directly to the institution of their choice.  
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Queensland is a state in the north east quadrant of Australia. About 3.5 million 
people live in its 1,727,000 square kilometres, the vast majority of them along 
the seaboard and in the capital Brisbane. The main industry is tourism (the 
Great Barrier Reef is just off the northern coast). 
 
Schooling is compulsory for all children between the ages of 5 and 15 
(designated as Years 1 to 10), although most stay on to Year 12. The state 
department responsible for handling the education system is Education 
Queensland (EQ). In Queensland in 2004, only 77 children out of a student 
population of around half a million were registered as being educated at home 
(Education Queensland, 2004), so clearly most children are being educated 
within formal structures.  The Gold Coast is an administrative area within 
Queensland, occupying the south east corner of the state. It covers an area of 
1,402 square kilometres (approximately 541 square miles) and has a 
population of around 455,000 (Gold Coast City Council, 2004). It is a district of 
significant wealth in terms of infrastructure and facilities, especially compared 
to areas further west. There are 111 schools in the area, 74 of which operate 
in the state system. Of these, there are 16 state high schools. 
 
In the mid 1990s, the principals of these 16 schools formed the Secondary 
Principals’ Alliance. This was as a direct response to perceived attempts to 
prioritise divisive marketing approaches to state education. Towards the end 
of 1999, these principals decided to work together to present a more attractive 
option for parents and students than private education providers in the area. 
They set up the HPS program, and employed the services of a communication 
consultant to advise them on how to positively distinguish themselves from 
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their private ‘opposition’. His suggestions drew in large part on the work of 
Albrecht (2002) and others to create a practical guide to incorporating a strong 
service ethic into good business practice.  
 
As part of their efforts, the schools have been conducting some extremely 
interesting and innovative consultation sessions with parents, students and 
other members of the community to find out what people want from state 
schools and how to achieve it. The idea is that these schools will then 
incorporate these expressed ideas into the running of their organisations, thus 
creating the potential for truly meaningful and responsive dialogue. 
 
Should schools dialogue? 
 
In Queensland, the state government has expressed a clear expectation (but 
not yet a mandatory requirement) that schools should set up councils to act as 
portals for the wider community to access the functioning of schools.  In order 
for this consultative, collaborative form of school administration to emerge 
there is a clear, if tacitly understood, need for a managed flow of 
communication in both directions between schools and their publics. The end 
result of this is the establishment of a relationship (partnership?) between the 
parties.   
 
In Queensland, the potential scope for community/school interactions is 
encapsulated in the continuum devised by Beere and Dempster (1998), which 
outlines a range of possibilities from involvement through influence or 
consultation to participation. This latter kind of symmetrical dialogic 
communication satisfies the vision that “is…central to the task of educational 
leadership – not a weak concept of dialogue interpreted as strategies for 
communicating but a strong concept of dialogue as a way of being” (Shields, 
2004, p.115). It is not unreasonable therefore to expect that the 
establishment, maintenance, and implementation of dialogue between schools 
and other groups and individuals in the community should be an important 
priority for schools.   
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However, there are some indications that acceptance of dialogic practices is 
conditional, and potential participants still have to contend with the reluctance 
of some education professionals to allow input from non-professionals.  
Gamage (1998), writing from an Australian perspective – contends that such 
mind-sets are still observable in schools.   
 
The democratisation of schools is another key influencer of dialogue 
(Cunningham, 2003; Grace, 2000; Houston, 2003; Knight, 2001; Vick, 1994).  
The overwhelming conclusion from a study of these articles is that schools are 
being encouraged to function as a living exemplar of democracy as well as 
being a forum for theoretical instruction in its basics, as in the compulsory 
‘Discovering Democracy’ program in Australia (Le Metais, 2003).  Schools are 
perceived as being sites of special responsibility and potential when it come to 
the development and practical implementation of democratic practises 
(Knight, 2001).  Specific distinguishers of democratic interactions in this 
context such as “participatory decision-making and rights” and “an optimum 
environment for everyone” (Knight, 2001, p.249) occupy a similar discursive 
area to that of dialogic paradigms.  Key among the precursors for the 
successful achievement of these requirements in both fields is the 
development of contact (leading to relationships/partnerships) between 
participants, facilitated by two-way communication.   
 
Communication practices that would fall under the heading of two-way 
symmetric public relations are utilised by educational administrators to 
address broader social issues.  There is a perception – summarised by 
Australian academic Clarrie Burke (1997) – that current targets set by central 
authorities require almost exclusively financial responses by schools, with little 
or no room for other considerations or motivations. He clearly feels it is 
necessary to resist this movement away from an ethical, participatory model 
of school governance, and indicates that the responsibility (and capacity) for 
this lies with educational leaders.  He sees this as the desirable re-prioritising 
and re-privileging of the moral, ethical imperative, and suggests that this 
would best be achieved by the development of dialogic relationships. 
However, Burke then encounters the difficulty that many senior educators 
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have “no considered grasp of the concept of ethics” (1997, p.3) or training in 
its application.  This would seem to provide the perfect opportunity to 
recognise and acknowledge the potential to either involve professional 
practitioners with the necessary training and expertise in this area; or to invite 
consultative input from them.  Public relations practitioners would be ideal 
candidates to fill this role, given that a significant part of their function in the 
facilitation of dialogue between organisations and publics is addressed by 
education and professional guidelines covering ethical aspects of their 
conduct (see for example the Codes produced by the International Public 
Relations Association, 2003; Public Relations Institute of Australia, 2001).  
 
The practical benefits to schools of engaging in ethical dialogue with 
community are not overlooked. “[Ethical dialogue] seeks to reinforce a sense 
of common enterprise and thereby create a sense of participative membership 
so that, when decisions are reached, members are more likely to own the 
decision and to care conscientiously for their implementation” (Burke, 1997, 
p.22).  This then begins to hint at the need not only for a dialogic approach, 
but an approach that fosters responsiveness and reciprocity.  Two-way 
symmetric communication in the education context is therefore seen to be 
intrinsically and inherently linked to notions of community and democracy 
(Papastephanou, 2003).  
 
Can schools dialogue? 
 
Having established with a reasonable degree of certainty that dialogue should 
be happening in schools, the question now arises, can this in fact happen? 
The idea of looking at the possibility of public relations-facilitated dialogue in 
schools might not seem terribly strange or challenging, but it is an area that 
has received scant attention in Australia.  In other countries, particularly 
America, school public relations is widely recognised as a legitimate topic to 
be addressed by professionals and academics alike.  As an example, there is 
even a dedicated National Schools Public Relations Association (National 
Schools Public Relations Association, 2004), which produces a wide range of 
training opportunities and specialist collateral for its members. 
19 
 
A pilot study in the area (Lane, 2003) found plenty of situations where school 
employees acted as advocates for their organisations in dialogue with parents 
and other members of the community. In these situations, the schools made 
decisions about issues, presented those decisions to their public/s, received 
feedback, and then adjusted their information flow to address issues raised 
before going on to implement their original decision.  There were also (notably 
fewer) examples of situations where they assisted in presenting the views and 
opinions of publics to schools, resulting in the accommodation of these views 
by the schools. 
 
In Managing Public Relations, Grunig and Hunt (1984) actually use a school 
as an example of an organisation involved in a responsive dialogue. However, 
there are precious few details given that would enable their methodology to be 
replicated. In the absence of this information, it is difficult to assess how to 
measure and quantify dialogue. Is an entire situation to be classified as 
dialogic because there is a single incidence of responsive communication 
between two participants? What happens when there are multiple participants, 
with a wide variety of attitudes and requirements? What one may see as a 
healthy dialogue may be interpreted as a didactic one-sided interaction 
(especially if theirs is not the view that is accommodated). And what happens 
if you are not involving all potential participants (passive, ‘forgotten’ (Hallahan, 
2000) or otherwise marginalised publics)? Is dialogue an ‘all or nothing’ 
scenario? 
 
The HPS program on the Gold Coast is at a crucial stage. Information has 
been obtained from parents, teachers, pupils and other interested parties on 
what is important to them in a state high school. Now the interesting part of 
this experiment begins: what will happen to this information? It might seem to 
some observers that a lot of emphasis has been placed on the harvesting of 
opinion, but not so much on the analysing and – arguably more importantly – 
the implementation of this information.  Certainly, it is clear from conversations 
with some of the principals involved that these schools are extremely keen to 
enter into dialogue with members of their community. They display a genuine 
20 
desire to find out what these partners in dialogue want from state schools. 
They intend that this will be of direct benefit to the schools involved, giving 
them the information necessary to improve the quality of their performance. 
Studies (Bruning & Galloway, 2003) have shown that organisations that seek 
and respond to suggestions from their customers benefit greatly from the 
perceived one-on-one relationship that results.  
 
However, that potential benefit must come with an important warning. 
Organisations that are seen to seek dialogue with their publics, and who do 
not then respond in some clear and obvious (and arguably positive) way, are 
likely arouse some strong reactions. This is particularly the case where 
previously passive or uninvolved publics have been persuaded to participate. 
It should also be a concern in the HPS scenario where so much responsibility 
is actually beyond the scope of their influence. At some focus group meetings 
with parents, it quickly became clear that the issues that concerned them 
involved matters like curriculum and the school leaving age: these are matters 
for state and/or federal government, and lie well beyond the jurisdiction of the 
schools themselves. Another note of caution must be sounded around the 
willingness of members to actually implement findings, especially where they 
involve incurred costs or devolution of the schools’ power. In many ways, the 
members of the HPS initiative might well find that dialogue is the key to a 
Pandora’s box of expectations. It remains to be seen how the state schools on 
the Gold Coast will rise to the challenge of continuing the dialogue they have 
begun.   
 
In summary, questioning the dialogue provides an important moment of truth 
for public relations. Having been a significant – if sometimes implicit and not 
entirely uncontroversial – influencer of theory and practice in the discipline for 
the past 20 years, it seems that the concept of dialogue has provided many 
challenges for academics and practitioners alike. Perhaps taking the time to 
deeply interrogate ‘dialogue’ in a variety of real-world scenarios (including the 
state schools on the Gold Coast) will help to unpack the realities, limitations, 
and possibilities of the concept.  
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